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“STOP THIS GAME NOW,” HE SAID WITH QUIET AUTHORITY.



He knew if he didn’t hang on to the last of his control, he would throw her to the floor. Lust now mingled with his anger, and lust was rapidly gaining the upper hand.

“When you gave me the diamonds last night in bed, I didn’t realize the significance. I had no idea I was paying for them with sexual favors. Perhaps last night was only the down payment?” She knew she was deliberately goading him, as did Sean. She wanted to exercise her woman’s power over him, to see if she could shatter his control into a million shards.

He reached out with powerful hands and jerked her against him. “If you want fireworks, I’ll start with skyrockets.”

She fought him like a spitting cat, enjoying every blazing moment. They were a perfect match, each driving the other to madness.
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As the perfectly formed, timeless shape of the rounded head emerged, still glistening with wetness, Emerald couldn’t take her eyes from it. Then came the rest of it, hard, silky, and cylindrical in shape.

He was extremely playful today, sliding up and down with an occasional backward thrust, defying gravity. He moved closer until they almost touched, begging, teasing, taunting, daring her to take him for the ride of her life.

Emerald could not resist the temptation to touch him for another moment. As she reached out and gently slid her fingers down his glistening skin, just under the head, without warning he sprayed her face. The warm, salty taste was so familiar, it delighted her. With one hand still holding tightly, she hoisted up her shift and lifted her body on top, straddling him with her bare legs.

They’d played this game many times before and he knew exactly what to do. He immediately rolled with her, putting her on the bottom, and himself on top, then rolled around again. He waited just long enough for her to catch one great breath, then with a powerful thrust he dived deep into the dark, wet, secret depths.

It was all Emerald could do to stay on the dolphin’s back while he plunged to the bottom of the cave’s deep tide pool, playing and sporting as they had done every day since they’d discovered each other.

*   *   *

Sean FitzGerald O’Toole stood mesmerized at the entrance to the cavern. What he saw took his breath away and sent his imagination on a flight of fancy. The exquisite young female riding the dolphin must be an undine from a fairy tale who dwelt in this glittering crystal cave.

At first glimpse he thought her a child with her heart-shaped face surrounded by a cloud of charcoal smoke, which he finally realized was her hair. Then the short white shift she wore turned transparent as the sea drenched her, revealing her breasts, which looked to him like delicious firm fruit. It was then he decided the small-boned female must be close to sixteen because, though she was not yet a woman, she was tempting enough to physically arouse his firm young body.

When her laughter rippled around the high walls of the cavern like a cascade of silver bells, he thought he had never heard a more entrancing sound. The mythic pair obviously had a bond of love and trust and joy such as he had never before witnessed. He was filled with awe that he had chanced upon this place … this scene. Suddenly, the girl and dolphin disappeared beneath the water and he doubted the creatures had been anything but imaginary.

Sean’s dark eyes lifted to gaze upward, spellbound by the beauty he had stumbled upon. The high-vaulted cave glittered with iridescence, scattering myriads of rainbows across the surface of the water, turning it into a magic pool. Then his innate intelligence overruled his imagination as he realized he was on the Island of Anglesey, Wales. This mineral must therefore be anglesite, sulphate of lead in white prismatic crystals that were semitransparent, giving off an adamantine luster that resembled the sparkle of diamonds.

His natural curiosity came into play as he moved into the cave to examine its crystal walls more closely. Understanding what gave the cavern its aura of enchantment did not diminish its beauty for him in any way. Rather, his silver eyes gazed upon its iridescent loveliness with the appreciation of a connoisseur.

Suddenly the spell was broken as the young nymph came spluttering to the surface, her long black hair plastered to her head and shoulders. She jumped off the sea creature’s back and swam to the edge of the rock pool, clambering onto the ledge, unmindful of scraped knees and her resemblance to a drowned rat. She was naught but a mortal lass. Sean blushed at his own foolishness.

As she impatiently swept her hands up to sleek the hair back from her eyes, her gaze fell upon the intruder. A pair of green eyes widened in the delicate, heart-shaped face as she stared at him with wonder. Her glance slowly moved over each feature of his face, then slid to his neck and wide shoulders. Her gaze moved across his bare chest as if she were tracing every muscle he possessed. Her emerald eyes examined him minutely, as if he were the first man she had ever seen.

Sean O’Toole was used to the sidelong glances of females who obviously liked what they saw when they cast their inviting eyes in his direction. But he was totally unused to being openly examined as if he were a young stallion at Puck horse fair.

“Who are you?” she demanded as if she were a queen on a throne in her crystal kingdom.

She watched his head go up with natural pride as he answered, “Sean O’Toole.”

Her face was transformed with delight. “Ooh,” she breathed, “you are Irish.” She said it with reverence, worshiping his face and form with her jeweled eyes. “My mother is Irish. I adore her! She’s a FitzGerald from Kildare and the loveliest lady who ever drew breath.”

Sean grinned at her. He knew who she was now. “My own lady mother is a FitzGerald. We are related by marriage.” He sketched her a bow.

“Oh, how wonderful for you. That explains your great beauty!”

“My beauty?” he choked. And again, the nymph raked his body with her eyes.

    Emerald examined that beauty again. She had never seen an unclothed male before. His torso was heavily muscled, but his sinew was covered with firm, youthful flesh. Her discerning eye appreciated the graceful curve of young cheek, wide shoulder, and lithe back. His skin was naturally olive, then tanned even darker by exposure to the sun. His white canvas breeches, cut off at the knees, were a stark contrast to his swarthy skin. His coal-black hair was a riot of curls and his eyes were a strange pewter color that shone silver in the cave’s unusual light. She had never seen anyone more beautiful in her young life and she was completely entranced by him.

“Let’s go into the sunshine where I can see you better.”

Bemused, Sean agreed, thinking it a fair exchange. He’d be able to see her breasts to much better advantage. As they walked from the cave side by side, he towered over her a good ten inches. When they stepped out onto the beach, bathed in full sunlight, Sean was suddenly ashamed of his impure thoughts. The exquisite young girl was totally un-selfconscious about her body. She had no notion that her white shift became transparent when wet. Her natural innocence was that of a child, but by the way she looked up at him with adoring eyes, he sensed that the first flutter of womanhood was upon her.

Like pagans they stretched out on the shell-strewn sand in the hot sun while they conversed. “You’ve ridden that dolphin before.” He said his thoughts aloud, still amazed at the performance.

“It’s a porpoise.”

“Same thing. Which only goes to show the English don’t know everything; they just think they do,” he teased.

“I’m only half English,” she said vehemently.

“And half mermaid. I’ve never seen dolphins in these waters before. They like warmer places like the waters off France and Spain.”

“This one obviously followed the Gulf Stream. Anglesey has extremely mild oceanic climatic conditions, which account for its early, warm spring.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “You talk like a penny-book.”

“Encyclopedia,” she corrected.

Sean hooted with laughter, exposing white teeth. “You’ve swallowed that, all right, English.”

“My name is Emerald FitzGerald Montague. I’m half Irish!” she insisted passionately. The sun had dried her cotton shift and the tendrils of dark hair about her face were beginning to turn back into a cloud of smoke.

Sean laughed with genuine amusement. “Better not let your father hear you say that.”

It was as if a dark shadow crossed her face. “You know my father?” She shuddered slightly without even knowing she had done so.

Know him? He’s been my father’s partner in crime since before I was born. Our sires are inextricably bound together, not only by marriage, but by an unholy alliance of smuggling, theft, piracy, and every other type of chicanery from bribery to treason.

“Are you afraid of him?”

“He terrifies me,” she confessed, then added a solemn justification. “It’s not just me, he terrifies my brother, Johnny, even more.”

The admission touched a soft spot of compassion deep within. How in the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost had William Montague ever sired this exquisite elfin creature? Though she was eager to confide in him, Sean was on his guard. This was the daughter of Montague, an English aristocrat, and therefore natural-born enemy of the Irish. Though the O’Tooles and the Montagues had dealt together on a continuous basis for twenty years, it was for profit alone. Sean knew instinctively the two men couldn’t stomach each other.

“But my mother’s an angel. She protects us from his wrath. He gets so angry, he turns purple in the face. That’s when she takes him upstairs to soothe him. She must cast some sort of an Irish spell over him, for when they come down he’s always appeased.”

Sean could only imagine the acts the beautiful young Amber FitzGerald must perform to protect her children. “You cannot appease a tyrant,” he said with disgust.

“He is a tyrant. He will never allow her to go back to Ireland for a visit, but she did manage to beguile him into letting us come to Anglesey for the early summer, while he conducts Admiralty business in Liverpool. It’s only a couple of hours away. The house is wondrous; it has a lookout tower. My mother spends hours there looking across to her beloved Emerald Isle, watching the ships. How far is it?”

“Dublin is straight across from here, maybe fifty or sixty miles … we sailed it in record time today.”

“Are you here on Admiralty business?”

We’re here on monkey bloody business, he thought. “Business, yes,” he conceded. He wondered if she knew about the smugglers’ caves that lay beneath the big house. He hoped not, for her own safety. He glanced toward the house, up on the cliff. Amber must know about the illegal cargoes. From her lookout tower she must see the ships come and go.

His brother, Joseph, had made the last run to Anglesey, while Sean had gone to Liverpool. Today, both their backs had been needed to hump the heavy contraband, and a cooler head than Joseph’s was necessary to outwit the customs men. When they were done unloading one cargo and replacing it with another, Joseph had suggested that Sean look about the island. “Take your time. The crew has worked so hard, I think we should let them have an hour’s swim before we embark for home. Spring is hot as summer here.”

A finger of suspicion stabbed into Sean’s solar plexus. What the hellfire was Joseph doing while the lads swam and he explored the island? Sean sat up quickly. “Is your father expected today?”

“No, heaven be praised. If he were I wouldn’t dare be playing at the cave, and Mother wouldn’t be singing and adorning herself in her silken robe.”

Sean’s suspicion hardened into certainty. Joseph must have met Amber on a run to Anglesey when her husband was away. Joseph was his elder by two years, but he hadn’t the goddamn brains he was born with. Sean shot to his feet and started to run. Perhaps he’d be in time to prevent damage being done.

“Where are you going?” Emerald cried in dismay.

“To put out a bloody fire,” he called back over his shoulder.

Emerald laughed. He said the most amusing things. This really was a magical place where wishes came true. Her prince had appeared and he was Irish. Exactly as he should be, she told herself. One perfect day he will come in his big ship and we will sail off to Ireland where we shall live happily ever after. Emerald dipped her toes into the sea and shivered deliciously.

    Amber FitzGerald, too, shivered deliciously as Joseph O’Toole dipped her toes into his mouth and sucked on them playfully. They lay sprawled in the big bed, resting from their wild gyrations.

“Greedy boy,” she purred, “would you eat me, then?”

His Kerry-blue eyes darkened intensely. “I’ll eat you,” he vowed, moving his dark head between her creamy thighs.

Amber moaned. “I dreamed of you last night, Joseph.”

“Then you’re as greedy as I am.”

“Is it any wonder, after eighteen years of a loveless marriage?”

Joseph, with his hot mouth against her pretty cunny, demanded, “Tell me again I’m your first lover!”

“’Tis true. He’s so jealous and suspicious, he guards me like a dragon; watches me like a hawk.”

“Old Montague looks more like a vulture than a hawk.”

Amber shuddered, and this time not from Joseph’s beautiful mouth. Montague was a vulture who devoured her, body and soul. But before he devoured her, he punished her. Punished her for being beautiful, punished her for being young, punished her for being Irish.

Her intense words, filled with loathing for her aristocratic English husband, made Joseph’s cock turn to marble. It delighted him to cuckold the evil old bull. The pair of horns suited him. Montague fucked the English, fucked the Irish, and any other nation that made him money. So this was payback; it was fucking Montague. But Joseph forgot all about the man as he covered Amber’s luscious body with his own. She was so lovely, so in need, and so very, very ripe.

As her lover thrust his hard young body into hers, Amber tried to make it last as long as she could. For all she knew, this loving might have to last her a lifetime. But Joseph was too young and virile to draw it out. He was plunging fast and furious, then his neck arched back as he delivered three savage thrusts before he exploded. Amber gave herself up to the commands of his young body. As her woman’s center convulsed, erupted, then pulsated, she dug her fingers and toes into his back and cried, “Joe, Joe, Joe!”

    Sean, about to burst through the bedchamber door, heard that cry and knew he was too late. The damage had been done. There was nothing he could do except leave them undisturbed while they enjoyed their last throes of passion. He wanted to beat the stuffing out of Joseph for the risky thing he’d done, but the young woman’s cries of pleasure were so heart-scalding, he could tell such ecstatic moments were few and far between. What harm? What harm in her seeking a moment’s joy in a lifetime of servitude?

He quit the house and walked out onto the long stone jetty where the Half Moon was docked. When the crew saw him, they came aboard. They were all related through marriage. All nephews, uncles, or second, third, and fourth cousins. Sean’s maternal grandfather was Edward FitzGerald, Earl of Kildare. He had been one of twenty-three offspring. Three generations of FitzGeralds made up an entire clan in their own right. Most of the males crewed the O’Tooles’ fleet of merchant ships.

“Danny, Davie, you two lads come below. We’ll just check the cargo.” Command came easy to Sean O’Toole. He’d been groomed to take over the family shipping business since he was twelve. His father, Shamus, said Sean’s temperament was more suited to handling men than Joseph’s, because Sean ruled them with humor. He could almost always defuse a touchy situation with his natural charm and wit. Joseph was being groomed for Irish politics, which called for different skills.

Shamus O’Toole had one of the craftiest minds in Ireland. To avoid the penal laws, he’d registered them all as Protestants, though they were no such thing. Greystones, his magnificent Georgian home, was known as “Castle Lies.” The reasons for the name were numerous, not the least of which was the Catholic Mass celebrated in its chapel every morning that God sent. The one piece of advice Shamus always impressed upon his sons was: Always do what’s expedient and ye’ll never go far wrong!

    Belowdecks, Sean tested the ropes that secured the brandy casks, then directed the lads to cover them with the barrels of herring they’d used on the voyage over to conceal the casks of smoky Irish whisky. Drink was the foremost vice of the eighteenth century, God be praised. The O’Tooles had made one fortune smuggling out illegal Irish whisky, and another fortune smuggling in illegal French brandy to satisfy the insatiable demands of the wealthy Anglo-Irish who ruled the land, or thought they did.

When Joseph finally came aboard, the crew needed no orders to weigh anchor and hoist sail. Before he reached the cabin, where Sean was falsifying bills of lading, the vessel had slipped from the stone jetty and into the mouth of the strait that opened into the Irish Sea.

“Sorry I didn’t get around to the papers, but you’re far better at it than I am.”

Sean drawled, “You’ve been dipping your quill, but not in ink.”

Joseph bristled instantly. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

Sean’s pewter eyes looked directly into his brother’s and held his defiant gaze. “Exactly what you think it means.” Sean’s eyes dropped to the neck of Joseph’s unlaced shirt. “You’ve bite marks on your throat.”

As his fair skin flushed a telltale pink, Joseph laughed. “A maid up at the house couldn’t keep her hands off me.”

Sean’s eyes locked with his brother’s once more. “Lie all you want to yourself, Joseph, but never make the foolish mistake of lying to me. How the hell can I cover your back if I don’t know what you’re up to?” Sean looked at his brother in amused exasperation.

“If you saw her, you’d understand.”

“I don’t need to see her. She’s a FitzGerald lass, and that says it all.” Sean sighed and gathered up the papers. “What’s done is done and can’t be undone, but next time you’re tempted, think what Montague will do if he finds out. At the Admiralty he has a network of spies at his disposal, and servants’ tongues never stop wagging.”

Joseph swallowed hard, imagining castration. Then, with typical bravado, he laughed. “I’m not afraid of that old swine!”

Then you should be, thought Sean, for the man has no soul He masked the fear he felt for his brother and clapped him on the shoulder. “You thoughtless young devil, my concern isn’t for you, it’s for Amber FitzGerald.”

    When the O’Toole merchantman sailed into Dublin harbor, which was supposedly owned lock, stock, and barrel by the English and ruled by the British Admiralty, Sean made short work of getting the cargo through customs. He swung back over the rails with the falsified papers in his hand. “Take that worried look off your face, Joseph. The customs man was in Montague’s pocket. For the price of a jar of ale he offered to sell me his musket and throw in his sister, to boot,” Sean joked.

As the Half Moon headed toward Greystones’s own harbor, just north of Dublin, Joseph said, “Father will be pleased with this day’s work.”

“Aye,” said Sean, “but he’ll never let on. I’ll lay you a gold sovereign the first words out of his mouth will be: ‘Where the hellfire have you two young devils been?’”
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“Where the hellfire have you two young devils bin?” Shamus O’Toole demanded. “You should have bin here two hours back.”

“Why, what happened?” Sean asked with a straight face.

Joseph laughed and so did Paddy Burke, Shamus O’Toole’s steward, who was privy to everything that went on at Greystones.

Shamus gave Paddy a quelling glance. “Don’t encourage the young devils.”

“Aren’t you going to ask how it went, Father?” Joseph grinned.

“No need. Yer both so bloody pleased with yerselves, ye look like bantam cocks.” Shamus’s twinkling glance roved over the faces of the grinning crew. There were so many FitzGeralds, he didn’t attempt to tell them apart. “You lads have done a good job. Mr. Burke will assign another crew to do the unloadin’. Get yerselves up to the kitchen an’ tell Mary Malone to feed ye.”

Greystones had the best cook in County Dublin, bar none. With a whoop of joy the FitzGeralds jostled each other to see who could race to the kitchen door first.

“Not you two young devils.” Their father’s voice stopped Sean and Joseph in midstride. “Well, somebody has to supervise the unloadin’. Need I remind ye what idle sods the FitzGeralds are?”

As their father and Mr. Burke departed, Joseph said dryly, “He’s more pleased with us than I ever expected!”

Sean grinned. “It’s just his way of emphasizing we should see our operation through to its conclusion.”

Joseph stretched tired muscles, thinking they’d had enough exercise for one day. “We’ll not see our beds this side of midnight.”

Sean gave him a playful jab in the ribs and taunted, “What the hell are you complaining about? Didn’t you spend the entire afternoon in bed?”

    The only FitzGerald whom Shamus O’Toole greatly admired was his wife, Kathleen. To be honest, he worshiped the ground she walked upon. When he retired to their bedchamber, he brought a snifter of the fine French brandy he’d just acquired.

He was annoyed to see that Kathleen was not alone. Kate Kennedy, Greystones’s housekeeper, who was also his wife’s personal maid, had just picked up Kathleen’s hairbrush. She was a tall, no-nonsense sort of woman, who could hold her own even with Himself. The housekeeper wouldn’t have lasted five minutes if it had been otherwise.

“Away wi’ ye, Kate Kennedy. I can attend to Kathleen’s needs.”

“Are ye sure yer up to it? She requires a hundred strokes,” Kate said outrageously, as she presented him with the hairbrush.

“Shamus!” Kathleen warned sharply. “None of your off-color remarks, now.”

Kate departed, but before she could close the door, Shamus shouted, “The woman has a tongue that could clip tin.” He flung down the brush and moved across the bedroom with purpose. Lowering his voice, he threatened lustily, “I’ll give you a hundred strokes.”

Kathleen chuckled at him as he drew close with the brandy. “A hundred strokes indeed; I wager you can’t last longer than fifty.”

“Now who’s making off-color remarks, my beauty?”

Kathleen sat before her mirror in a pristine nightgown with at least two dozen buttons running up the front from breast to chin. Shamus licked dry lips as he anticipated undoing them, one by one. He set the brandy before her and lifted a long tress of hair to his cheek. “Have a wee sip, my Kathe, it’ll put fire in your belly.”

“That and other stimulants you have in mind.” She picked up the snifter and carried it to the bed. “First we have to converse.” At the look of disappointment that crossed his still-handsome face, she promised, “After we talk, we’ll share the brandy as we did on our wedding night.”

He shook his head, remembering. “’Tis indacent we’re still in love after twenty-two years.” The feather bed dipped with his weight.

“Scandalous,” she agreed, slipping beneath the sheet and moving over to his side of the bed. She bent to rub her cheek along the crisp black hair of his arms as he settled them about her. “Now, then, about the birthday celebration,” she began.

Shamus gave a mock groan. “Not again. I swear the two young devils dominate yer every waking thought.”

“Oh, indeed? And who was it bought two new ships for birthday gifts?”

“They’re beauties, Kathe. Schooners that sail faster than the wind itself. It’s time they owned their own vessels. Joseph will be twenty-one. Strange their birthdays fall so close together, yet they’re different as chalk from cheese.”

“That’s because they were born under different stars. The constellations decide our personalities. Our sons have different temperaments. Joseph is hotheaded and quick to take offense.”

“Aye, he loses his temper at the drop of a hat. His fists are always ready to fly out and plant someone a facer.”

“Sean is deeper. He always considers before he acts.” She had a soft spot for Sean. He was a beautiful boy with a natural charm. The girls were mad for him and wouldn’t leave him alone. He had a repertoire of humor that ran the entire gamut from sophisticated to crude. He could be funny, coarse, bawdy, cruel, witty, charming, or self-deprecating, with the same desired result: He amused others while amusing himself.

“Before Sean fights, he thinks about it, considers his strategy, then goes about the thing deliberately.” Aye, and the results can be devastating, Shamus thought silently.

“Their birthdays are less than a week away. The celebration requires planning, Shamus. Since Sean’s falls on Saturday and Joseph’s on Monday, the logical choice for the celebration is Sunday, but that seems blasphemous.”

“Not a bit of it. Are we not Protestants?”

Kathleen rolled her eyes. “If you say so, Shamus.”

“Well, I do, and now that’s settled—” His fingers undid the top button of her nightgown.

She stayed his hand. “We’re not done.”

He groaned. “We’re not bloody started.”

“I have to do a head count so I can get the invitations out. The FitzGeralds alone number over fifty.”

“Yer never inviting all of ‘um?” he asked in horror.

“And what’s your objection to the FitzGeralds, pray tell me if you can?” The light of battle was in her eye.

Thinking to soften his words a trifle, Shamus opened his mouth and put his foot in it. “Well, I don’t object to yer father, nor of course the lads who make up our crews, but all them females that overrun yer family are worse than a plague of lice!”

“Can I help it if the males die off while the females thrive? You should be thanking heaven for it. Your son, Joseph, will be Earl of Kildare when my father dies, may God forgive me for saying such things aloud.”

“I didn’t mean to upset ye, my beauty. Of course ye must invite yer sisters.”

“And my nieces and cousins and aunts.”

Shamus groaned. “But one of ’um thinks she’s a Celtic princess and drapes herself in purple veils.”

“That’s Tiara; she’s doolally.”

“They’re all bloody doolally!”

“You don’t even know their names,” she accused.

“Course I do,” he said defensively. “There’s Meggie an’ Maggie an’ Meagan, and then there’s the ones with the fanciful names of gemstones like Opal an’ Beryl an’ Amber—”

“Amber’s the one who married William Montague. I’ve already sent out the Montague invitation, but he’ll attend alone, mark my words. I pity Amber.”

“She can blame nobody but herself. She married him fer money and his aristocratic English name.”

“She was an innocent lass of fifteen. She saw her chance to get out of Maynooth Castle, which was, and still is, overrun with a tribe of female FitzGeralds that outnumbers the Tribe of Israel.” Kathleen saw nothing wrong with doing an about-face in regard to her family and agreeing with her husband.

His arms tightened. “If any could best a Montague, it would be a FitzGerald.”

“I doubt that, Shamus, my darling. I believe it would take an O’Toole.”

He kissed her then. Thoroughly. He could wait no longer. She was the eldest daughter of the Earl of Kildare and by far the most beautiful and intelligent of all the countless FitzGeralds. She was the first, and she was the best. Shamus would never get over his good fortune.

*   *   *

In Greystones’s massive kitchen, Mary Malone was stirring a great pot of porridge for breakfast. As Kate Kennedy entered and began searching for a tray, Paddy Burke opened the outside door and stepped into the warm kitchen. Mary dimpled at the sight of the tall steward. “What’s the weather, Mr. Burke?”

“It’s raining shoemaker’s knives out there, Mrs. Malone.”

She ladled him out a bowl of porridge and laced it with whisky. “Throw that across yer chest, Mr. Burke. It’ll warm the cockles of yer heart.”

“Yer too kind, Mrs. Malone. How’s yer toothache this morning?”

“It’s a thought better, Mr. Burke. I felt worse many a time when I was only half as bad.”

Kate Kennedy spread the tray with a snowy linen cloth and winked at Paddy Burke. “No wonder it’s a thought better. You put away enough whisky last night to paralyze a dead man.”

“Yes, and it put me to thinking, Kate Kennedy. A wee drap of whisky might be the very thing to sweeten yer tongue, don’t ye think so, Mr. Burke?”

“Don’t drag me into this, Mrs. Malone, I beg ye. I don’t fancy bein’ a great ugly thorn between two roses.”

“I’d like some of yer special wheat cakes for the mistress, Mary,” Kate said.

The cook looked with alarm at the tray Kate was preparing. “Is she poorly?”

“Not a bit of it, Mary Malone. Himself has decided she’s to have her breakfast in bed.”

Mary was shocked. “It’s indacent!”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Indacent describes him exactly. I could tell ye things that go on in that bedroom would make your hair curl, Mary Malone.”

She’d barely gotten the words out when Shamus burst through the kitchen door, his scowl barely hiding his secret pleasure at the housekeeper’s words. He glowered at the women, however, and took the tray from Kate Kennedy’s hands. “I’ll take it up; Kathleen and I wish to be private a wee spell.”

Paddy Burke almost choked on his porridge as he watched the women’s jaws drop open. He polished off his food quickly, knowing that stewards from every wealthy Anglo-Irish house in Dublin would soon be arriving to pick up kegs of illegal French brandy. Shamus had raised the price, shrewdly guessing it would double the demand.

    “Did ye set aside a couple of casks for the celebration, Paddy?” asked Shamus, descending to the first cellar.

“I did that. When’s it to be?”

“Sunday.”

Paddy rubbed his nose. “I understood Sunday was when the shipment for Captain Moonlight was comin’ in.”

“It is. The timing’s perfect.”

Captain Moonlight was a euphemism for all Irish rebels. A secret revolutionary society existed. It had started when England was at war with America. England’s necessity had been Ireland’s opportunity. While France and Spain allied themselves with the colonies, Ireland was left exposed to invasion. When it had been impossible for the English fleet and armies to protect the entire coast of England, Scotland, and Ireland, fifty thousand volunteer troops were raised. They professed loyalty to the British crown, but when the war was over they did not disband, they just went underground.

Men like Shamus O’Toole’s father-in-law, Edward FitzGerald, Earl of Kildare, passionate to win Ireland’s freedom from the British yoke of oppression, had achieved legislative freedom of the Irish parliament. But a decade after that achievement Irish Catholics still could not sit in that Parliament, nor vote to elect its members. Edward FitzGerald was one of the founders of the Society for United Irishmen, but under cover of dark, he did far more risky and foolish things for his downtrodden Catholic countrymen. The Kildare wealth, horded for generations, poured forth from his coffers to buy guns and arms for the rebels and food for the starving peasantry who lived on his vast acres.

Shamus O’Toole did not have his father-in-law’s bleeding heart. Unlike him, Shamus had not been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. He had been born in stark poverty. His father had deserted his mother and the pair of them had subsisted by cutting peat as soon as he turned five.

In ancient times the O’Tooles had been a powerful clan and Shamus decided early in life he would become a power to be reckoned with. Before he had turned ten, Shamus had learned the value of expediency. His innate shrewdness proved more valuable than any silver spoon. At twelve he crewed on a merchant ship; at fifteen he owned it. At twenty he was rich enough and shrewd enough to seduce an earl’s daughter.

The unholy alliance he had formed with William Montague a few years after his marriage was absolutely inspired. Montague’s brother was the Earl of Sandwich, a commissioner of the British Admiralty who was appointed first lord of the Admiralty during England’s war with America. For Shamus O’Toole it was like having a license to print money, and he built Kathleen the Palladian Georgian mansion Greystones. He made sure it was bigger and better than any the wealthy, aristocratic Anglo-Irish were building all over the Pale. When Sandwich became the vice-treasurer and receiver of revenue of Ireland, it was like manna from heaven. O’Toole, with the aid of Montague, had the County of Dublin in his well-lined pocket.

*   *   *

    When William Montague opened the invitation to the celebration at Greystones his lips compressed with satisfaction. His high position in the Admiralty allowed him to control people, ships, and cargoes. Thanks to his partnership with O’Toole, he had grown wealthier than his titled brother, but Montague’s first love was power, not money. A feeling of omnipotence stirred his loins as he decided he’d wear his best uniform and sail his own Admiralty vessel into Dublin, loaded with arms intended for his country’s war with France.

His mouth curved with carnal sensuality as he pictured the effect the invitation would have on Amber. What wouldn’t she do to be allowed to attend? His balls tightened pleasurably as he imagined her sexual inducements. He flung open his office door and bellowed, “Jack!”

William had brought his nephew with him to the Liverpool Admiralty Office to act as his secretary, and the lad was proving himself indispensable. “Did you make inquiries about that brothel in Lime Street?”

“I did, my lord.” A simple sir would have sufficed, for William Montague held no actual title, but Jack knew power was an aphrodisiac to his uncle. “They cater to special tastes, and have girls trained in obedience … Oriental,” he added, unable to hide his sudden erection.

“Good lad!” William noticed the youth’s randy condition. “You may accompany me,” he said, throwing down his pen.

Venery did not shock Jack Raymond. His father, the Earl of Sandwich, was a notorious profligate, nicknamed “Lord Lecher.” He was married to an Irish viscount’s daughter who had suffered so many miscarriages, she had become mentally unstable. When that happened, he moved his mistress, Martha Raymond, into his town mansion on Pall Mall and maintained a ménage à trois. Jack was one of five illegitimate children from that union and, fortunately for him, the only male. Though his future was probably secure, Jack suffered from the insecurity of bastardy and he would never be satisfied until he found a way to change his name to Montague.

As the pair left the Admiralty building, William was in an expansive mood. “How would you like to accompany me to a celebration the O’Tooles are throwing next Sunday? I’ll be sailing the Defense to Dublin; you can act as my lieutenant.”

“I would enjoy that, my lord. I’ve never experienced Ireland. What are they celebrating?”

“Birthdays—O’Toole’s sons’.” Montague fell silent, his mouth turned down at the corners. He envied O’Toole his sons. He and Shamus had both wedded FitzGeralds, but all Amber had produced was a useless daughter and a sorry excuse for a son, who cowered when his father so much as looked at him. And while cowering was desirable in a female, in a male it was contemptible.

“Will you be taking Emerald and John, sir?”

Montague hadn’t considered it, but now that Jack made the suggestion, he realized it had merit. Having his children aboard would allay any suspicion regarding the cargo. “Young John might benefit from the experience,” Montague allowed. His son was nowhere near as mature as O’Toole’s sons, nor even this young bastard his brother had sired. Time spent in their company might wake him up.
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Emerald lay on a stretch of sugary sand in the sunlight. A delicious sense of anticipation spiraled about her, dancing on the soft sea breeze that ruffled her dark curls. She felt a sense of joy that went beyond happiness, for she knew that soon, soon he would come to her.

She kept her eyes closed until she felt a flutter, like a butterfly wing, touch the corner of her mouth. She smiled a secret smile and slowly lifted her lashes. He knelt before her, watching her intently, his dark pewter eyes brimming with laughter. Holding his gaze, she came to her knees slowly and knelt before him.

They needed no words, yet the longing to touch was like a hunger in the blood. At the same moment each reached out to the other to trace with their fingertips … a cheek, a throat, a shoulder. Emerald’s hand brushed his heart and felt it thud beneath her fingers. He was the perfect male. He was her Irish Prince. He bent to capture her lips with his, but when he was a heartbeat away, Emerald awoke, whispering his name with heart-scalding hunger. “Sean, Sean.”

Emerald FitzGerald Montague threw back the covers, ran her fingers through the cloud of glorious dark hair, and stretched her long legs to the rug beside the bed. Without dressing, she climbed the stairs that led to her mother’s chamber. As she did most mornings when her father was not in residence, Emerald slipped into her mother’s bed to talk over plans for the day.

Amber, who adored her daughter, was acutely attuned to her every mood, every thought. “Darling, you seem different today.”

Emerald blushed prettily. It was the first time her mother had seen her cheekbones tinted pink from some hidden thought. “I’ve been dreaming,” she explained.

“Was your prince in the dream?”

Emerald nodded, hugging herself with her arms, seemingly aware of her breasts for the first time.

“How lovely for you. I think you’re growing up. What was your Prince Charming like?”

A look of rapture came over her child’s face. “He was Irish.”

“Then guard your heart well, my darling, for he is sure to be a wicked rogue.”

Amber dropped a kiss on her daughter’s dark head and slipped from the big bed. She opened the French doors and stepped out onto the balcony that led to the lookout tower. As her eyes scanned the horizon she spotted the sails of a ship coming from the direction of Liverpool. The merchantman was no doubt coming to retrieve the shipment of Irish whisky that lay concealed in the caves beneath the house.

A sudden premonition stole over her as she realized the vessel was too small for a merchantman. It was William aboard his favorite ship, the Swallow! She stared across the water with dismay, hoping her senses were mistaken, but cold fingers were already squeezing her heart. Amber quickly slipped back into the bedroom. “We’ll have to go explore the fairy glen another time, darling. Your father’s coming. Go and find Johnny. Tell him not to dare leave, then hurry back. We’ve only just time to dress appropriately.”

Johnny’s bedchamber, in the same wing as her own, was empty when Emerald arrived. Without hesitation she ran down two flights, straight through the kitchen, and out the back door, grabbing one of the maids’ cloaks to cover her nightgown.

Emerald found Johnny in the stables saddling his Welsh pony. Her brother did not have her dark beauty. Unfortunately he’d inherited his father’s florid complexion and lank brown locks.

“You mustn’t leave; father’s coming,” she announced breathlessly. Such a look of alarm crossed Johnny’s face, Emerald thought he would mount the pony and bolt. A moment’s reflection told her he wouldn’t dare do such a thing; rather the news rooted him to the spot.

“What must I do?” he asked desperately as the blood drained from his ruddy face.

“We have almost an hour before his ship arrives. Change your clothes and put on your best wig. I’ll help you with your neckcloth. Above all, Johnny, try to hide your fear of him.”

“It’s all very well for you, Emerald. Mother’s sending you to St. Albans Academy for young ladies when we return, but I’m going into the Admiralty division of the navy, where he’ll be able to order me about night and day. It’ll be a dog’s life!”

“I’m sorry, Johnny. I’d change places with you if I could.” It wasn’t the first time Emerald had thought she should have been born the son, and Johnny the daughter. “Mother will soothe his temper, she always does. Come on, we must hurry.”

    Less than an hour later William Montague beheld his family, dressed in their formal best. His hard gaze slid over his children, then came to rest on his beautiful young wife, as she came forward eagerly to greet him.

Amber dipped into a low curtsy to give him an unimpeded view of her lush breasts, pushed up by whalebone to swell from the fashionably low-cut gown of cream brocade.

“Well come, my lord, we haven’t seen nearly enough of you this spring,” she lied prettily.

As he gazed down at her, he saw that she had powdered her own amber-colored curls and piled them high on her head with ribbons and lace. He’d soon have them tumbling about her naked breasts. He took her hand and raised her. He’d have her on her knees again, soon enough.

William’s eyes narrowed as he looked down the room to where his children stood, still as statues. His daughter wore a lace cap and starched white pinafore, from beneath which showed lace pantelets and small kid boots. “Have you been a good girl?” he demanded harshly.

“Yes, Father,” Emerald answered in a clear, firm voice.

The defiant angle of her chin told him that though he intimidated her, she’d be damned if she’d show it. Finding little sport there, his gaze moved over to settle on his son. “Have you been behaving yourself?” he demanded even more harshly.

“Y-yes, sir,” Johnny whispered.

“That’s what I was afraid of, you gutless young prig. At sixteen you should be fornicating from one end of Anglesey to the other.”

When Johnny flushed bright pink, his father laughed with scorn. “Wait till we get you in the navy; we’ll soon initiate you.”

William’s attention was diverted from their son by Amber’s seductive voice. “I hope you’ll be able to stay all night, my lord.”

Oh, yes, thought William, it will take me all night to play out my game about Ireland. He extracted an envelope from his breast pocket and flourished it on high. “I decided to make a quick run from Liverpool to bring this invitation to the O’Tooles’ celebration.”

“Celebration?” Amber’s voice caught on the word.

“Shamus O’Toole throws a birthday celebration each year for his sons. The invitations are much sought after. This year I’m considering taking my family to show them off.”

Amber felt a bud of hope blossom in her chest. William had never allowed her to return home to Ireland in eighteen years of marriage. She cautioned herself against letting her hopes rise too high, for disappointment was sure to follow. Yet, in spite of herself, her imagination took wing at the thought of going home, and visiting with all the FitzGeralds again. Then there was Joseph. She closed her eyes for a moment to control her longing.

William smiled when he saw the rapt look on her face. “Come upstairs and we’ll make plans for the visit. It’s next Sunday. I plan on sailing the Defense; it will be no inconvenience to put in here and pick up my family that morning.”

Amber smiled back at her husband and placed an obedient hand on his arm. The price he would set for Ireland would be high, but she was prepared to pay it.

    Emerald’s heart was hammering. She couldn’t believe she had heard correctly. The thought of again seeing Sean FitzGerald O’Toole was dizzying enough, but to actually sail to Ireland to be present at his birthday celebration was like an unlooked-for dream come true!

“Oh, Johnny, I can’t go to the celebration dressed like a child,” Emerald wailed, fingering the edge of her starched pinafore with disgust.

“He’ll never take us,” John said flatly. “He despises the Irish and considers them subhuman.”

“Mother will persuade him. He won’t be able to resist her magic,” Emerald assured him.

“They’ll be upstairs for hours,” Johnny said, looking as if he might be sick.

“Don’t you see? She keeps him upstairs as long as she can to keep him from savaging us.”

Johnny was devoutly thankful Emerald was too innocent to understand their mother’s sacrifice. He wished he understood less; knowledge covered him with impotent guilt.

“When Father said you should be fornicating, what did he mean?”

Johnny frowned. “I can’t tell you. It will shock you.”

“Of course it won’t shock me. How am I to learn things, if you won’t tell me? Never mind, I’ll ask Mother. She tells me everything.”

“No—Em, don’t ask Mother, I’ll tell you. Fornication is getting naked and … sleeping … with girls.”

In spite of her protestation Emerald was indeed shocked, as indecent pictures jumped into her head. “I don’t believe you,” she said faintly.

    The invitation also would cause quite a stir at Maynooth, where Sean had gone to deliver it in person. It was a twelve-mile ride from Greystones to Maynooth Castle, where his grandfather, Edward FitzGerald, lived. The earl owned hundreds of acres of beautiful County Kildare, which included the River Rye, all the way up to where it joined the River Liffey at a magnificent spot called Salmon Leap.

A party of young FitzGeralds had gathered to watch the annual attempt of the beautiful fish to return to their spawning grounds. When the girls spied Sean they squealed with delight and surrounded his horse. The lads were just as eager to greet him, for Sean was a favorite with all the FitzGerald clan.

Everyone spoke at once. “Have you arrived, Sean?” “What brings you, Sean?” “Is aught amiss, Sean?”

“Can you not see I’ve arrived?” He grinned, deciding to dismount since they would let him proceed no farther.

“It’s your birthday soon. What would you like for a present, Sean?” asked a saucy female cousin, taking his arm and leaning on it as if his very nearness made her too weak to walk.

“Don’t monopolize him, Fiona. Leave some for the rest of us,” cried Dierdre.

“Don’t fight over me, sure and there’s enough to go around,” he teased. “We’re having a celebration on Sunday; you’re all invited.”

The girls squealed once more.

“Yer never inviting all the females?” asked Rory with disbelief.

“Every last one,” Sean confirmed.

The girls were giggling and whispering about what they would give him and what they would like to give him.

“I’ll settle for a dance with each of you,” Sean said, ruffling the pretty tresses of the two who stood closest.

“Do you promise to dance with us?” they chorused.

“Haven’t I just said so?”

As they drew closer to the castle, the sounds of workmen’s hammers and chisels could be heard. His grandfather was forever renovating and adding on to the ancient building that was begun in medieval times.

Edward FitzGerald left the workmen and came forward to greet his grandson. “Sean, as I live and breathe, ye grow more handsome every time I set eyes on ye.”

“I would say the same to you, Grandfather, but it would sound repetitive.”

The two men embraced affectionately. “Come inside and we’ll drink a toast to your birthday. I can hardly credit you’ll be nineteen.”

Sean handed his horse over to Rory to take to the stables. As they walked through the vaulted entrance hall, FitzGerald aunts gathered to welcome their favorite nephew.

“Sean, my darlin’, ’Tis lovely to see you,” cried Meagan. “How is Kathleen faring with that devil of a husband to contend with?”

“She never complains,” Sean said, tongue in cheek.

“Take no notice of Meagan,” said her widowed sister Maggie. “She let her cheese get too hard before she put it in the mousetrap.”

Sean realized this was her graphic way of explaining her sister’s spinsterhood.

“The sun went off your window long ago, Maggie,” Meagan replied, giving as good as she got.

Other FitzGerald females touched him, hugged him, and kissed him as Sean tried to navigate his way through the hall.

“Let the lad breathe, will ye?” demanded his grandfather. “Or burying him we’ll be before his birthday.”

“You’re all invited to the celebration,” Sean said cheerfully, as his grandfather dragged him to the sanctuary of his library and closed the door.

“Women have always been the curse of Maynooth; nothing but sisters and daughters.”

Sean lowered his voice. “The celebration is set for Sunday. The stuffs coming in the same day.”

The Earl of Kildare poured his grandson a dram of whisky and then one for himself. “I’m glad yer father didn’t let Joseph bring the message. I want his reputation pure as the driven snow. He’s the next earl and I don’t want him tainted with treason. I never want there to be any connection whatsoever between Joseph and Captain Moonlight.”

“My brother knows what he must do. But I’m ready to ride with you, anytime,” Sean offered.

Edward FitzGerald felt great pride in the young man before him. His gaze touched his hair, black as the hobs of hell, then fell to his wide shoulders. “Sean, ye’ve inherited the best of the FitzGeralds and the best of the O’Tooles. Ye have a diabolical brain that can think around corners. The pathways of yer gray matter are like Deviation Road. Ye have it all—the brains, the guts, and the charm—but I cannot let ye ride with me, for Kathleen’s sake. It would break yer mother’s heart.” He drank off the whisky to indicate the subject was closed. “When can we move the stuff to Maynooth?”

“The same night, in the wagons that transport the FitzGeralds to and from the celebration.”

The earl nodded, his face grave. “’Tis a terrible thing to be Irish.”

Sean grinned. “Until you consider the alternatives.”

Sean ran an appreciative hand across a row of leather-bound volumes.

“This library is yours, when I’m gone. Joseph can have the books on law and politics, but I want ye to have the rest.”

“These books are like old friends.”

“Ye’ve read most of them, the histories, the mythologies, the folktales, the ones in Gaelic—you’re the only one I know will treasure them.”

When they opened the library door, half a dozen female FitzGeralds were lingering about the hallway, lying in wait for the quarry. Now Sean was turning nineteen, he might be in the market for a wife, and wasn’t the logical choice a FitzGerald? And if he had no notion to be shackled, but only had dalliance in mind, sure wasn’t the logical choice still a FitzGerald?

Sean’s mother, Kathleen, along with her sisters, was fiercely chaste as befitted a decent, God-fearing Irishwoman, but the younger generation had no such high moral scruples. During the course of the next hour no fewer than seven females tried to lure him upstairs to Maynooth’s parapets and prospect towers.

His humor came to his defense. “There are fifty-five bedchambers upstairs. Sure and ’Tis more than my life’s worth to set one foot in that direction!”

Though Sean was being circumspect today, his conquests were many and varied. Because his mother forbade congress with the maidservants at Greystones, Sean occasionally poached the daughters of their tenant farmers. But usually he sought his pleasures in Dublin, where his opportunities were limitless. His grandfather maintained a town house in fashionable Merrion Row that Sean was free to use. In the past month he’d put the town house to good use by sampling the charms of a barmaid from the Brazen Head, a shopgirl from a linen draper’s in Grafton Street, one of the actresses from Smock Alley, and the dissatisfied young wife of Sir Richard Heron, an English official at Dublin Castle.

Sean spied his second-aunt Tiara, she of the purple veils, fluttering about within earshot. “Now if it was Princess Tiara here, luring me up to her throne room, I’d be sorely tempted.”

“If you don’t conduct yourself, I’ll pull your ear the length of your arm,” Tiara said regally.

Sean slipped his arms about her and gave her an affectionate kiss. “Don’t forget to save me a dance on Sunday.”

“You may inform Kathleen we shall attend the celebration.”

Sean had no idea if she spoke for all the FitzGeralds or was using the royal we. He caught a glimpse of another cousin dressed in a white novitiate’s robe. The oddities were around every corner when you visited Maynooth.

    At the summerhouse on Anglesey, Amber Montague was anticipating the upcoming celebration more than all the rest of the FitzGeralds put together.

She had done everything her husband had demanded of her, sweetly, gracefully, abjectly. Ireland and Joseph were worth the price. Amber felt as if she were floating on a blissful cloud of joy. Already she was breathless with anticipation. She knew exactly what she would wear and was rapidly going over young Emerald’s wardrobe in her mind’s eye.

How proud she would be to show off her beautiful daughter and her son to the FitzGeralds and the O’Tooles. Amber was dizzy from the thought of going home. Already she could smell the turf smoke, mingled with the scent of sweet green grass. “What time shall we be ready on Sunday, William?” she asked, eagerly searching his face as she pulled her stocking up her long leg.

The soft, dreamy look was banished from her eyes as he said, “You misunderstood me, Amber, my dear. There can be no question of you going.”

Her heart lurched, then stopped.

“You don’t seriously think I’d expose my wife to the vulgar celebrations of a bunch of uncouth bogtrotters, do you?”

“But, William, they are my family. My uncle is the Earl of Kildare.”

“Precisely the reason I married you. But an O’Toole celebration will likely degenerate into a drunken debauch. I will not cast my pearl before swine. You are far too tempting a morsel to display before an entire clan of randy Irishmen.”

Amber tasted ashes in her mouth. Begging would only swell him with power, while his answer would remain the same. His refusal was absolute.

“I intend to take Emerald and John, along with my nephew Jack. It will be good for the boy. He clings to your skirts too much. I intend to make a man of him. Any youth who can’t indulge in drink and women and still retain his wits is a weakling!”

Amber almost cried out, If it’s to be a drunken debauch, why would you take Emerald? But she stopped herself in time. She would not deprive her beloved daughter of the chance to visit Ireland and her FitzGerald kin. Amber sighed, heartsore. She could see now it had been another cruel game. She felt stabbed to the heart and dared not cry for fear she would shed tears of blood.

To make her humiliation complete, he held out the crop he always used on her and waited implacably with hooded eyes until she kissed it.
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By the time the first pink blush of dawn touched the sky on the day of the celebration, Greystones was alive with activity. Birthday gifts had arrived under cover of darkness so that the magic element of surprise would not be lost.

FitzGerald grooms from Maynooth had smuggled two Thoroughbreds into Greystones’s stables after midnight. The earl bred some of the finest racehorses in Kildare and had chosen a magnificent bay for Joseph and a swift black stallion for Sean.

Two of Shamus’s captains, the Murphy brothers, had sailed the new schooners from the shipyards in Birkenhead, near Liverpool. Shamus had warned them not to show a sail before four in the morning, and the Murphys were esconced in Mary Malone’s kitchen when Joseph and Sean came down for breakfast.

“Look what the wayward wind blew in,” Sean said to his brother. “The pair of water rats can smell a hooley a hundred miles off.”

“You two bastards aren’t invited!” Joseph said.

Sean took up the taunt. “Just because you married FitzGerald lasses doesn’t make you family.”

Pat Murphy cursed through his beard. “Arrogant young swines. Neither of youse will ever walk the deck of a ship I’m captain of, ever again!”

At a nod from Sean, Joe gave Pat Murphy a quick shove, while Sean hooked the stool from beneath his brother Tim. With a great howl, all four started throwing punches and ended up in a heap of elbows and shins, rolling about the kitchen floor.

The game ended abruptly as Mary Malone threw a jug of cold water on them. “For very shame, actin’ like savages, and this yer birthday celebration. Out of me kitchen this minute, I’ve to prepare food for a hundred this day!”

For a minute the brothers stared aghast at the very real wrath of their plump cook, before they dissolved into helpless laughter.

Shamus arrived on the scene and said dryly, “They’re only larkin’ about, Mary Malone. Their spirits are so high, it’ll take more than cold water to restore order and decorum. You two devils,” Shamus addressed his sons, “on yer feet. There’s a couple of ships need unloadin’ before breakfast.”

Still laughing, all four got to their feet. “Let the Murphys do the unloading, they’re the captains of the bloody ships,” Sean said, wiping Mary’s water from his eyes.

“Now, that’s where yer dead wrong, Captain O’Toole,” Shamus declared, unable to keep the grin from his face one moment longer.

As Sean and Joseph exchanged puzzled glances, a glimmer of comprehension passed between them. With a sudden whoop of joy they picked up their heels and bolted outside, not stopping until they had torn across the wide lawns and Greystones’s own harbor came into view below them.

The schooners, riding at anchor, sparkled like rare jewels in the early-morning sunlight. They were so new, they smelled of tar and fresh paint. Though the ships were similar, they were not identical. The taller vessel was blue and gold; the longer one, black and silver.

“Ye’ll find the ownership papers inside yer logbooks and ye might as well pick yer crews today while most of the lads are here,” Shamus called, waving them on to claim their new possessions. He let them go alone. They were men full grown and should have the pleasure of walking their own decks while each took command.

Both father and sons hid their deepest emotions for appearance’s sake. The Irish did not embrace and kiss in public. But Shamus’s proud eyes never left his sons as they strode down to the long stone jetty. Grinning like lunatics, Joseph and Sean took possession of their birthday gifts. No discussion was necessary to decide which ship belonged to whom. Joseph headed for the blue and gold, while Sean boarded the vessel that was black and silver, heaving a great sigh of delightful appreciation, immediately losing his heart to the long, sleek vessel whose clean lines foretold her speed.

Sean spoke to it as if it were a woman. A ship was like a mistress, possessive and jealous, but capable of loyalty and obedience if she was handled firmly and with love. He ran his hand along her polished rail, caressing her with his touch, his eyes, and his low, intimate voice. She was indeed a beauty that set his blood singing and his imagination soaring into the bright future that lay before him, waiting to be grasped in both hands.

    By the time the wagons filled with FitzGeralds began to arrive, trestle tables had been set up on the sloping green lawns and the Greystones staff was kept on the trot, carrying out food from the huge kitchen.

Their other guests began to arrive, most of whom belonged to old Irish families, rather than the newer Anglo-Irish. They brought fiddles and soon the air was filled with music and laughter.

Edward FitzGerald smiled at his daughter Kathleen with affection. Though he’d had no sons to carry on his name, his eldest daughter more than made up for it. She’d given him two strapping grandsons any man would envy.

“Now, mind, Father, you can only talk treason half the day, the rest is for laughter.”

His blue eyes twinkled. “There’s a woman for you, always finding a reason to curtail a man’s pleasure.”

A crowd of young people surrounded Sean and Joseph as they returned to the house from the jetty and urged the brothers toward the stables, where they knew more birthday surprises were waiting. When they emerged mounted on the Thoroughbreds, their parents and grandfather beamed with happy pride.

“Thank you, sir, he’s magnificent. I’ve decided to call him Lucifer,” Sean said, rubbing the black satin neck with appreciation.

“Have you two young devils named your ships yet?” Shamus demanded, trying to take the mickey out of them.

Sean winked at Joseph. “What else would two young devils call their ships but Sulphur and Brimstone?”

“Irreverence, to say nothing of courting trouble!” their mother scolded, but she adored them both and wouldn’t have altered a hair on their dark heads.

    Emerald Montague was more excited than she had ever been in her life. Since before she had even learned to talk, her mother had filled her head with tales of Ireland and its people. Her bedtime stories were chosen from the rich folklore of her mother’s homeland, the songs Emerald learned were songs of Erin, and the pictures her mother’s words painted of her beloved Emerald Isle and the eccentric FitzGeralds had made her long to see them.

If Amber was sad that she was not accompanying them to the celebration, she was doing a marvelous job of hiding her feelings. Emerald suspected that her mother had buried her disappointment and emotions deep within and had focused all her attention upon making sure her children’s visit was a success.

John’s wardrobe had presented no problem. Since he was seventeen and almost a man full grown, his clothes were made by the finest tailors in London. Though here on Anglesey he preferred to roam about in old riding breeches, he had a dressing room filled with clothes that would make a dandy envious.

It was Emerald’s wardrobe over which her mother had fretted from the moment her daughter had brought it to her attention. “These are all little girls’ dresses,” Emerald vowed, surveying the entire contents of her wardrobe with dismay. “They are very pretty,” she amended quickly, hoping she hadn’t hurt her mother’s feelings, “but I’m almost sixteen and I simply couldn’t bear wearing a smock and pantalets. I don’t want Sean—I mean the FitzGeralds—to laugh at me!”

So—it was Sean O’Toole to whom she had lost her heart! He must have sailed with Joseph. God help her little girl if he had a hundredth part of his brother’s Irish charm. “You are quite right, darling. There are so many FitzGerald women, and females can be very catty. I want you to outshine them all. You must wear your new velvet cloak; it will be very cold on the ship, but when you remove the cloak we want everyone to stare at you with envy.”

“Yes,” Emerald breathed, feminine to her fingertips, “that’s exactly what we want.”

“Come with me now to my chamber, we’ll go over everything I own until we find something perfect that can be altered to fit you.”

    When Sunday morning arrived, Emerald donned silk stockings for the first time in her life instead of the lace pantalets. As her mother helped her into the green velvet gown, Emerald fretted, “I have no corset, whatever shall I do?”

Amber laughed. “Darling, you have no need of a corset.”

“But what about these?” Emerald covered her upthrust breasts with her hands.

“These
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